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TANGLEWOOD TOUCHES MONTANA MUSICIAN
By Megan McNamer
Office of University Relations
University of Montana
MISSOULA—
When Leonard Bernstein conducts Handel's "Messiah," he’s likely to end 
the work with his arms outstretched as if nailed to a cross. The well-known 
conductor of the New York Philharmonic is famous for a dramatic stvle which 
in a conductor of lesser caliber might be just a show, Thomas Ele it, con­
ductor of the Missoula Symphony Orchestra, told me. In Bernstein's case,
"It's sincere."
The difference lies in the inner musical makeup of the musician before 
an orchestra as well as the language that the orchestra understands, according 
to Elefant, who spent two months last summer thinking of nothing hut these 
kinds of questions.
Elefant was one of 15 conductors chosen worldwide to attend the Berkshire 
Music Festival at Tanglewood, Mass. The annual two-month festival is run by the 
Boston Symphony Orchestra to provide a professional training ground for a limited 
number of promising musicians.
For Elefant it was a luxury to be able to spend those months forgetting about 
the daily worrisome details of transportation, money, ("even laundry"), and con­
centrate on music alone from early in the morning to late at night.
"You really didn't have to think about your existence," he said.
The intense musical experience allowed Elefant to hear some m the finest 
performers in the world. He remembers sitting in the practice hail during the
(over)
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festival orchestra's first rehearsal and "crying (inwardly) from musical excite­
ment." That feeling lasted several weeks into the summer when he only then began 
to get used to the level of musicianship surrounding him.
The festival also allowed Elefant to observe and be criticized on a daily 
basis by conductors such as Seiji Ozawa and Eric Leinsdorf.
"It was not a time to show how much you know," Elefant reflected. "Even 
before I went I planned to be very quiet and absorb as much as I could. You 
have to forget about the question of your own greatness."
On the third day of the festival Seiji Ozawa had a session with the 10 
seminar conductors and five conducting fellows. Ozawa, who made his first con­
ducting appearance in America as a student at Tanglewood 22 years ago, is conductor 
of the Boston Symphony Orchestra, one of the top symphonies in the world.
According to Elefant, "Everyone was frightened."
Ozawa asked, "Who would like to conduct?" No on answered. Finally, Elefant 
jumped up, thinking, "If I don't do it now, I won't do it." That initiative 
proved to be a good thing, for Ozawa kept an eye on him throughout the summer and 
at the end of the festival commented that Elefant had made a great change.
"By that he meant that I had been influenced by what was there."
Elefant's view of musicianship seems to be closely tied up in that statement.
"You have to hold onto your self-confidence and learn how to be corrected," 
he says, implying that the two are related.
Each musician's success last summer depended upon a willingness to change, 
Elefant feels. The difference between initiative and self-assertiveness was 
measured in those terms. It was an unequaled opportunity, he told me, "being 
able to talk to a conductor like Seiji Ozawa-- allowing him to stimulate your 
thinking, musically. Each advanced according to their own ability, if they 
were willing to open themselves up to criticism."
(more)
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It was "an attitude of not changing" versus "a strong will to improve" 
that made a difference.
Single-mindedness and a certain simplicity seem to be large parts of 
Elefant's approach to music. And running through that approach is a recurrent 
theme of humility that translates, paradoxically, as faith in one's self.
His sparse, bare-walled office seems suited to a conductor who views his 
art as being, ideally, minimal-- with no extra motion. The overall attributes 
of a conductor, Elefant acknowledges, are more complex.
"A conductor's ability is based on so many things-- musicianship, hearing, 
a deep understanding of a work, personality, physical characteristics, knowing 
the psychology of a people and being able to deal with 100 different personalities 
getting them to work for, not against you."
And a conductor has to have a concept. "You have to have a definite musical 
idea of what you want the music to sound like."
That's why he feels a good conductor generally can't be 22 years old. Like 
singers, whose careers really begin when their voices have matured, "the cooking 
process takes place when you are older," says Elefant. He's 33.
During his high school and college years in New York City, he performed in 
two or three orchestras a week, simply to gratify a sense of musical enjoyment 
and fascination. Later, as a member of the Israeli Army Band, the idea of conduct 
ing began to form. That idea led him to graduate school at Indiana University 
and an assistant conducting stint with the symphony at Michigan State University, 
where he pursued doctoral studies. Now he teaches viola at the University of 
Montana in addition to serving as conductor of the Missoula Symphony Orchestra.
Elefant's single-mindedness becomes apparent when he's talking about music. 
Although our interview was to be about the Berkshire Music Festival at Tanglewood,
(over)
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("it was much more than I'd ever imagined..."), I'd intended to ask him if he 
had any hobbies. Somehow, as our conversation progressed, the question seemed 
more and more beside the point.
